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Book Reviews
The Uneasy Narrator: Chinese Fiction from the Traditional to
the Modern. By Henry Y.H. Zhao. New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995. ix+ 302 pp. £29.50. Introduction,
Epilogue, Glossary, Bibliography, Index. ISBN 0-19-713611-7.
Those of us who teach or study Chinese vernacular fiction
have long awaited a systematic narratological study which will
help elucidate those sometimes baffling formal features of the
genre. We have also awaited, with equal eagerness, a study
which will examine the development of vernacular fiction against
the background of the vicissitudes in Chinese culture. Happily,
we now have both, in The Uneasy Narrator: Chinese Fiction
from the Traditional to the Modern, for which Henry Y. H. Zhao,
the author, deserves our thanks. Limited in space, I will
concentrate on Zhao’s treatment of the formal features of
vernacular fiction and leave the discussion of his cultural study
of the genre for some other occasion.
Through meticulous formal analyses of works over a broad
range, the author convincingly shows us some amazingly stable
narratological features in Chinese vernacular fiction. Despite
many minor variations over the centuries, the basic narrative
mode in works from what he calls "the Rewriting period" was
inherited in works of the late Qing, before May Fourth fiction
finally brought about more fundamental changes to the narrative
form. Deftly applying modern Western theories
of narratology, especially those of Wayne
Booth, Seym our Chatman, and Gerard
the
Genette, the author discusses the position of
MIIIIATOR
the narrator in traditional vernacular fiction,
calling him a “semi-implicit non-participant
story-teller narrator” （
59). The “story-writer
narrator" in late-Qing fiction, according to the
author, was only a slightly modified version of
the conventional storyteller narrator, although
the “participant narrator” staged his debut in
some works of that period (171). It was in May
HlvNin V l l . / H A O
Fourth fiction that the narrator ceased to be

mm

Journal of Modern Literature in Chinese 1.1 (July 1997): 135-51
© 1997 by Lingnan College

136

金瓶梅

Liangyan Ge

a judgmental and explanatory force. Yielding his narratorial
control，the narrator now “either went into an almost complete
implicitness or personalized into a character participant in the
narrative" (172).
Related to the position of the narrator are, of course, the
different distances between the narrator and the implied author
and between the narrator and the characters, or, in the author's
terminology, the different degrees of monopoly or distribution of
narrative subjectivity. It is obvious that such a study of the
narratorial stance can be of pivotal im portance for the
interpretation of Chinese vernacular narratives. Is the narrator
“reliable”
？Is the narrator merely a mouthpiece of the implied
author, or is he a surrogate of a character? Or, does the narrator
enjoy an autonomous existence independent of the writer, like a
genie out of the bottle? Questions like these carry enormous
exegetical weight. What is particula rly at stake is the
interpretation of irony: Is the irony authorial or narratorial? Is it
“meant” by the writer or generated in the writing itself，free of the
authorial will? The study of narratorial positions opens many
new interpretative possibilities for Chinese vernacular narratives.
While we can learn a lot from the discussion of the
narratological characteristics of the genre, Zhao’s periodization
of Chinese vernacular fiction raises more questions than he
offers to answer. He calls the first period of vernacular fiction the
"Rewriting period," characterized by ^continuous rewriting by
successive anonymous editors” （
10). The Rewriting period,
according to Zhao, lasted from the Southern Song to the late
sixteenth century, when the Jin Ping Mei was written, which
marks the beginning of the “ Creative period” （
11). This
periodization is innovative, and the conception of “rewriting” is
particularly interesting, but the nature of the Rewriting period
remains unclear in the book. Why did the writers in that period
not write “creatively，
” as their counterparts in the later periods
did? "Because of the lack of authorship, editorship asserted itself
through repetition” （
10)—
—explanations like this are based merely
on circular reasoning, and the reader is still left wondering why
there was such a “lack of authorship” in the first place. If each
writer simply rewrote his precursor’s work，where did the earliest
prototype come from? Was it “creatively” written? If it was，then
why did the original writer not claim authorship?

Book Reviews

137

To the conundrum of authorship, or lack of authorship, of
the earliest vernacular narratives like the Shuihu zhuan, the
Sanguo yanyi, and the Xiyou ji, the only solution lies in their
close ties to oral fiction, although these works took different
routes of textual development. While Zhao acknowledges a
“prehistoric period—the period of oral narration” that preceded
the Rewriting period (10), he virtually says nothing about the
relationship between the “period of oral narration” and the
earliest vernacular works. In many places in the book, he seems
to suggest that the Rewriting period was the fountainhead of
Chinese vernacular fiction separate from and independent of the
oral tradition. For instance, after pointing out that the mode of
simulated storytelling was a convention that originated in the
Rewriting period, Zhao proceeds to suggest that the mode was
adopted in the Rewriting period merely as an expediency to get
around the issue of authorship:
As there was no authoritative source of the narrative message,
the narrator assumed a responsibility comparable to that in oral
performance; thus, in this simulated oral narrative frame, the
authorship could be left out of consideration, as in oral
performance, in which authorship is almost irrelevant. (45)

But if disavowal of authorship was indeed the major concern,
there would be little need for the writers to adhere to the
storytelling mode, for anonymity would be a more obvious and
easier option.
Such flimsiness arises from the author’s repudiation of the
influence of the oral tradition on the Rewriting period of
vernacular fiction. He is quite correct in warning against the
credulousness of taking the storytelling mode in any vernacular
narrative as a faithful copy of an actual oral performance. In later
vernacular works, the influence from orality was more likely to be
indirect. The writer could simply follow a well-established
“simulated mode of storytelling,” as Patrick Hanan has told us.
But that does not contradict the fact that the new genre of
vernacular fiction came into being as an outgrowth of popular
orality; nor does it gainsay the more immediate connections of
early vernacular narratives to their oral precursors. Only by
taking the role of oral narratives into account can many features
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of Chinese vernacular fiction be more clearly explained,
including the term “rewriting” itself. For the earliest “writers” of
vernacular fiction, there was no such thing as a written
vernacular to begin with. It is fallacious to assume that the
earliest vernacular works were “written” or “rewritten” in the
normal sense, which would erroneously suggest the written
vernacular as a given. In traditional China as in medieval
Europe, the written vernacular was not a creation ex nihilo but
the result of a long process of interaction between orality and
writing. An interface was needed for the interaction, and what
Zhao calls the Rewriting period was such an interface. By
successively “rewriting” orally derived narratives，words on paper
were gradually brought in line with words of mouth, a process
which gave birth to the written vernacular. A comparison of the
different degrees of vernacularity in the Shuihu stories in the
Xuanhe yishi and the fanben (full recession) Shuihu zhuan, or in
the fragment of the Meng zhan Jinghe long contained in the
Yongle dadian and the Xiyou ji, will help us understand that the
Rewriting period coincided with the process of vernacularization.
Certainly I do not want to give the impression that The
Uneasy Narrator suffers from any major flaws. The book's
neglect of the role of orality in the formative period of vernacular
fiction does not obscure its general cogency and astuteness.
Despite its defects, this is a book that clearly deserves a
prominent place on the bookshelf of any scholar of Chinese
narrative literature.
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